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Why do psychological social psycnclogy and socioloqrcal social psycnotocy nave so 
little to say to each other? Why has European social psychology wnere ,! r as 
withstood the onslaught. had so little impact on tne dominant Arnencan-style of 
practice? And why Is there so little of the soc.al In social psychology? Tnese are tr-e 
questions that haunt Robert Farr's The roots of modem social psychology Creany 
deeply unhappy with the current state of the d.scrphne Farr has tasruooec a senes of 
essays that seek to use history to suggest botn how contemporary social psycr-o.oqy 
has come to be as It Is. and how It rrnght have been different It ,s a tactc triat ~a, es 
for a curious book As a work of pure history The roots of modem social psychology 
Is highly flawed. exh1b1t1ng few of the characteristics that one would expect cf a piece of 
good historical scholarship And as a call to arms 1t left at least this reader 1acrr1t,edlv 
an histonan rather than a social psychologist) a bit at sea. wondering wnetrier 'e,•,r,1 ng 
the history of a drscrplrne ,s Hie most efficacious way In which to reform its CL."er-t 
practice 

Farr structu, es The roots of modem social psychology as a response to Gordon \V 
Allport's chapter 011 the historical background of the orsciptme that appeared 111 trie 
three ed1t1011s of the Handbook of social psychology 1.1954 1968-9 1985 i Following 
the arqurneuis of Franz Sarnelson Farr cntiques Allpor1's attempt to create ar or,g,:1 
myth for social psychology that norrnnated Auguste Comte as the founder -JI tr-e 
drsciplme Fa, r never expl.crtly explains why All port's choice of Comte Is incorrec: 
rather Far, Is concerned with ernphas.z.no the deleterious conseooer ces of 
estabhslunq the founder of pos.t.vrsrn as the progenitor of modern socal psycncloqy Ir, 
Farr's view r:l1oos111g Comte meant adopting a particular unoerstancrno of how science 
progresses cJ11rJ shoulo tk pursued one that encourages the ,cng ri,stcry : • t" e 
developme11: uf the field to be ignored 1n favor of its recent "sc.ent.t«;' sta;ie AIT,~·u·;JI, 
Farr conceoc-s that Allport's (,rJrntean pos.nvrsm was soon superseaed r,e acgu,,s !nii1 
what replaced It In social psychology especially In its Arnenca : ,arrant .vas .,e: 
another vcr sion of oosmvism 1rJent,f1abie wit11 me wr.unqs ,:;f Er·1~1 Ma~i, '.hat 



ernphasrzed experimentalism and ernpmcism and that made the individual the focus of 
nvestiqation It Is this account that Farr seeks to challenge and does so by creating 
his own orrqm story one that begins with Wilhelm Wundt and his Volkerpsycholoqie 

In Farr's telling the social aspect of psychology was. In a sense. orphaned from the 
start Farr sees the ten volumes of the Volkerpsycholoqie that Wundt produced 
between 1900 and 1920 on such topics as reliqion customs, myth and magic as 
consntuuno the first srqnificant attempt to produce an mteractional community-oriented 
social psychology Specifically rejectrnq the focus on mdividual consciousness that was 
the hallmark of the physioloqical psychology that he had also pioneered Wundt argued 
that phenomena like language and culture could be understood only when approached 
at the level of the collective or volk. rather than that of the mdivtdual This move to 
groups as the unit of analysis however also demanded that the expemnental 
laboratory-based techniques of investrqatron dominant withm physroloqical psychology 
be abandoned in favor of historical and comparative methods While experimental 
psychology could be deemed a natural science ( Naturw,ssenschaft) social psychology 
Wundt contended must resolutely remain a human science ( Ge,stesw,ssenschaft) It Is 
this split Farr suggests following Kurt Danziger that helped produce the 
rnarqmalization of social psychology with.r Germany For the generation following 
Wundt experimental techniques and laboratory-based mvesuqatrons positrvrst 
science - became the hallmarks of proper scientitrc mquiry leading them largely to 
ignore Wundt's Volkerpsycholoqie In favor of his mdrvrduallv-onented physrolcqrcal 
psychology 

The same basic pattern would be followed In America There, according to Farr 
George Herbert Mead. a professor of philosophy at the University of Chicago and 
someone deeply influenced by Wundt sought "to resolve the antuhesrs proposed by 
Wundt' - mdividual mind versus collective consciousness - by placing the self between 
mind and society In Mead's theory developed over the years 1900-1931 
mdrvrduahzat.on was understood as something resulting from socralizatron rather than 
rrurmca: to 1t Mead strove mightily to create a theory of mind that attended both to the 
mdivrdua: and the social rrururruzmq the importance of neither As developed further by 
Herbert Blumer under the name syrnbolc mteractronisrn. Mead's theory would have a 
profound effect on socioloqical social psychology But Farr contends wrthm 
psycholoqy proper Mead was largely ignored When social psychology did begin to 
develop ,ri America as an independent subfield the reigning influence was Floyd H 
Ail port N'hcse 1924 textbook Social psychology sought In Farr's words 'to establish 
social psychology as a behavioural and experimental science" Adopting the posrtrvrst 
pr nciples of physrotoqical psychology Floyd Allport along with his equally mrluentrat 
brother Gordon Allport emphasized observation and laboratory marupulatron In which 
the unt of anatysis would be the mdlVldual Both rejected out of hand the notion that 
there was any form of consciousness outside of the personal The social for both was 
a concatenation of discrete mdrvrduals no more and no less The rntrocuctron of gestalt 
psychology to America In the 1930s according to Farr continued this approach to the 
socal .nvesnqatec through the mdrvrdua! an onentatron that has remained dominant 
down to tne present day 

Suen ,n outline Is the major narr at.ve thread that runs through The roots of modern 
social psychology Addrtronal cr-apters on crowd psychology Murchison's 1935 
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Handbook and social psychology ounnq World War II serve tc pr ovioe some 
additional detail but the basic message remains the same W0nd: ar.c Meaa 
articulated the possibility of a truly social social psychology a possrbuuy tr.at was rest 
through the slavish reliance on a positrvrst methodology that was s,ngle-rr;,naediy 
infatuated with experimentation to the exclusion of all other methoas of social 
psychological analysis and that could conceive of society only as a collection of 
mdrvrduais As a contribution to tne growing tustor.cat literature on tt:e evolution of 
psychology as an intellectual pursuit and academic drsciplrne The roots of modern 
social psychology ,s. unfortunately sadly lacking Farr's reliance on primary texts 1s 
lirnited. hrs construction of explanations for why events transpired almost non-existent 
hrs engagement with most of the works he discusses hrruted and his awareness of tne 
last thirty years of science studies scholarship virtually undetectable Nc.,.,r,ere fT 
example does Farr address seriously the questron of why the .ncividua: Decarne the 
central ontological urut of social psychology Casual references to Americas percnar 
for mdivrdualrsm and the gestalt onentatron toward questions of coqruuon ao not Deg,r 
to unpack thrs issue. so central to the cor.cer ns of tre author Althougn Farr cues :re 
work of Danziger repeatedly and w1tr1 fulsome praise he seems to have learned htt.e 
from Danziqer's rrnaqmative analysis of the development of experimental psychology ,r 
Constructing the subject There Danzrqers focus on the rnultrpre ways 1:1 wr,ch tr.e 
subject has been constituted wrthrn psychology allowed him to provice a deta,le:::: 
analysis of how a particular complex of intellectual questions msntunonal practices 
and experimental techniques - those associated with the aggregated stausucai object - 
came to dominate the practice of experimental psychology By contrast Farr exruc.ts 
little interest 1n looking closely either msice the science to expla,n now spec.:.c 
approaches became or failed to become persuasive or outside to exarrnne the soc a 
and cultural contexts within which social psychology developed 

If The roots of modern social psychology fails to contribute srqrufrcantty re n.stcnca 
scholarship rt can still be asked wnether ,twill succeed ,n its task of conv.nc.nq soc a 
psychologists to re-think their allegiance to trie posurvrsucalty orrentea 1na1v1a0a1,suc 
social psychology of contemporary practice? Certainly Farr makes a good case mat 
alternatives are available either by resuscuatrno the 1ns1ghts of figures like Mead or by 
exploring within psychological social psychology some of the nnc.nqs .:Jf rne 
socroloqrsts who have continued to focus on the social as a unit of analysis What 1s 
less clear 1s whether simply pointing out a citterent road w1il be sutt,c,e,t As mare) 
studies of sc.ennfrc practice suggest enrolling sc.entrsts 1n a new co.rse o: 
mvestrqatron req01res that a whole host of condruons be present 1ncic,a1ng .nsutut.cr.a 
suppor1 r e scacr questions that are v311dated by tne field and Hie sense tnat .'le,\ 
approaches w::! •:ave .rnportant payotts Histor.ca: .nvest.qauor wnte :t rn:gi7: rel;.: :c 
reorient the cult:,re of social psychology w,11 t1ave to be united With the ''L,1:'u1 resc;,:s c' 
practical 1nvest1uat1or1s before social psycriology ,s likely to rnove 'Jec:s,ve,) ,,, " 
different d1rect1or1 f hus ,t v.111 be surrn,t11ne before we can know v.t1etr,er Fa·r s car, :c 
arms will succewJ 




